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The Nature of Eastern North Dakota: Pre-1880 His-
torical Ecology. By Keith E. Severson and Carolyn Hull 
Sieg. Fargo: North Dakota Institute for Regional Studies, 
2006. viii + 308 pp. Maps, illustrations, references, index. 
$21.95 paper. 
Biologists, anthropologists, and land managers have 
at least two primary reasons for digging deeply into the 
journals of early explorers and inhabitants of an area. 
One is pure enjoyment, the kind that comes with learning 
from firsthand observers about the environment, people, 
flora, and fauna that existed over a century ago. Another 
is coming to a better understanding of the development 
of the ecosystems on which we now depend, and thereby 
gaining insights into how to achieve the elusive goal of 
sustainable land management while protecting the bio-
logical diversity that remains. Accessing this information 
is taxing, occurring as it does in paragraphs here and 
there in hard-to-find books that frequently are difficult to 
read. Severson and Sieg have done it, however, for a large 
chunk of the northern Great Plains. 
In their scholarly study, the authors synthesize the 
observations of 68 explorers traveling in eastern North 
Dakota, as long ago as the 1700s, with the research of 
numerous scientists who have worked in the area since the 
mid-1900s. After an introduction and review of preglacial 
and glacial landscapes, there are chapters on climate, 
people, fire, vegetation, animals, and ecosystem form and 
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function. Ancient ecosystems found in the area millions 
of years ago are discussed as well. 
Much of the text in most chapters consists of pertinent 
quotations from the writings of the early explorers. Com-
bined with the results of recent research, they provide 
a basis for answering questions about the nature of the 
grasslands before they were plowed; the abundance of 
bison and how they grazed the prairies; the extent of dif-
ferent kinds of woodlands along the margins of lakes and 
rivers; the effects of Native Americans; the frequency of 
droughts, floods, and fires; and the abundance of wolves, 
grizzly bears, elk, prairie dogs, whooping cranes, pas-
senger pigeons, grasshoppers, mosquitoes, and other 
animals. 
The last chapter focuses on the interaction of bison, 
fire, grasshoppers, and drought, with the authors con-
cluding that herds of bison tended to move primarily to 
find new forage, sometimes after grazing an area quite 
heavily. They found no evidence for predictable bison 
migration patterns. More could have been written about 
how grassland ecosystems led to the development of soils 
that enabled the highly productive croplands present in 
the area today, but the early explorers probably did not 
appreciate that process at the time of their travels. In that 
great sea of grass and forbs, with scattered trees in the 
ravines and on escarpments-thoroughly monotonous 
to some while exhilarating to others-could they have 
imagined that so much of the landscape would become so 
different after the coming of the plow? 
I know of two other books on the Great Plains that 
review the kinds of literature that Severson and Sieg 
have made more readily available, one by John Madson 
(Where the Sky Began: Land of the Tal/grass Prairie 
[1982]), the other by Robert Dorn (The Wyoming Land-
scape: 1805-1878 [1986]). Both serve the same function 
in different but admirable ways. The Nature of Eastern 
North Dakota, however, sets a new standard for integrat-
ing modern ecological science with knowledge gained 
from the writings of early explorers in the center of North 
America. Dennis H. Knight, Department of Botany, 
University of Wyoming. 
